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Government and Online Data: 
Creation, Access, Preservation




From the 1790 Census to the present, the US government has been a 
major user, producer, and distributor of data. Through its agencies and 
departments, it creates data; through funding, grants, and data sharing 
mandates, it makes research data accessible; through the FDLP and 
various agency platforms, it circulates and stores data online. This 
presentation discusses the implications of Government’s role in data 
creation, online access, and preservation. What are the potential 
strengths and weaknesses of this relationship, and how can librarians 
prepare for the future of data creation, preservation, and 
access? Special attention given to: Federal Data Mandates; Online 
Sources of Government Data; Challenges to Preservation and Access.
Overview: Government & Data
• History of relationship between government and Data 
creation/curation.
• What this relationship means for researchers and librarians.
• Challenges this relationship poses for preservation.
• The role of librarians in this relationship
Thinking about the relationship
There is no going back.
A [brief] history of Government & Data
1790 Census 1960s IRS “Brain Machines”
A [brief] history of Government & Data
Between 1995 and 2002, GPO distributed 4,890 disks. 
-Cruse, Patricia, Charles Eckman, John Kunze, and Heather Christenson. 2003. Web-Based Government Information: Evaluating Solutions for Capture, Curation, and Preservation. An Andrew W. 
Mellon Funded Initiative. Berkeley, CA :: California Digital Library. http://www.cdlib.org/services/uc3/docs/Web-based_ archiving_mellon_Final.pdf.
2009 Open Government Directive & Data.gov
Data.gov is launched in 2009 as an informal partnership with
various agencies. Beings with 47 datasets.
As of 3/28/19 there are 236,345.
2013 Memorandum
“The Office of Science and Technology Policy (OSTP) hereby directs 
each Federal agency with over $100 million in annual conduct of 
research and development expenditures to develop a plan to support 
increased public access to the results of research funded by the Federal 
Government.” 
Department of Agriculture, 
Department of Commerce, 
Department of Defense, 
Department of Education, 
Department of Energy, 
Department of Health & Human Services, 
Department of Transportation, 
Department of Veterans Affairs, 
Environmental Protection Agency, 
National Aeronautics & Space Administration, 
National Science Foundation, 
Office of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), 
Smithsonian Institution, 
US Agency for International Development, 
US Geological Survey
Thorny Issues
Public Data vs. Open Data
- “Public” can be requested or obtained.
- “Open” is readily accessible and should be machine readable.
Federal Data Vs Federally-funded Data
-“Federal Data” is produced/collected by the government.
-”Federally-funded Data” is final research data produced in a   
funded study.
Terminology 
- “Final Research Data,” “timely,” “reasonable cost” not defined.
Data Management Plans
H.R.4174 - Foundations for Evidence-Based 
Policymaking Act of 2017 (signed 1/14/19)
Overall Historical Trend
- Government has produced and collected data for centuries.
- Government has Computerized their data since the mid 20th century.
- Electronic government data circulated physically after 1980s via FDLP.
- Government data widely accessible online by late 90s
- Government data slowly centralized beginning in 2009.
- Government began setting data standards in 2013 through funding.
- Government requiring agency data to be machine readable in 2019.
Part II
What does this relationship mean for librarians?
- Government agencies produce incredible amounts of data, which our 
users want/need to access.
- This centralization has resulted in an irreversible dependence.
- Government funding requirements is slowly setting standards.
- These standards are increasingly making librarians key to grant 
funding, as we assist with DMPs and archiving.
It is within this environment that Librarians must…
- 1) Provide access to data.
- 2) Work to preserve government data.
- 3) Assist researchers in preserving their own data.
Postings on ALA Joblist with “data” in the title 
March 2018 – March 2019
(Collected by rmm for future project)
Providing Access to Government Data
(Social Explorer)
Threats to Access and Preservation
Privatization Obsolete Technology (or poor planning) Reliance on Federal Agencies




Government policy directly shapes data 
curation, preservation, and access
-Through agencies, it produces data, which is increasingly accessible 
(only!) online.
-Through funding it is requiring federally-funded data to be freely 
accessible online.
-By implementing Data policies and setting the criteria, it is setting the 
standards.
-For better or worse, librarians and researchers are largely dependent 
upon the online infrastructure the government has set in place for 
continued access. 
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